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CHRISTIANITY AND THE SWORD 

BY CANON SAMUEL McCOMB 



Op all the ironies which have been produced by the pres- 
ent world-conflict, none, perhaps, is more singular than the 
spectacle of Mr. Bernard Shaw and Mr. Lowes Dickinson 
championing the cause of Christianity against its official in- 
terpreters and the vast mass of its adherents. These dis- 
tinguished persons assure us that for some two thousand 
years Christendom has been hopelessly out of harmony with 
the ideals of its Founder in acting on the assumption that 
war, under certain circumstances and in a world such as we 
actually find this world to be, is not only justifiable but even 
morally obligatory. 

Mr. Dickinson observes, with charming simplicity, that 
Jesus surely meant what He said when He praised the vir- 
tues of peace, and refused the aid of the sword. It would 
be a mistake, of course, to take Mr. Shaw too seriously, but 
in his entertaining if somewhat flippant skit which prefaces 
the last published volume of his plays he appears now and 
then to take himself seriously, and to imagine that he has 
really studied the New Testament, and now tells to the world 
for the first time its genuine meaning, freed from the glosses 
of priest and scribe. In the course of some one hundred 
and forty pages he has covered the whole field of Christian 
Origins and the meaning of Christian Theology, to which 
a Strauss, a Holtzmann, a Hatch, and a Lightfoot did not 
think it too much to devote a life-time. It need hardly be 
said that in the course of Mr. Shaw's investigations he 
has made many startling discoveries — discoveries which 
modern scholarship must gaze at with something of the won- 
der with which the uninitiated read the stories recorded in 
the proceedings of the Psychical Research Society. Here is 
one which I wish to take as the starting point of this paper: 
Barabbas is the typical militarist; Jesus is the Founder of 
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pacificism: Christendom has chosen Bar abbas, though it 
formally owns the name of Christ and takes His cross as a 
standard. 

There is no more confusing issue today than the rela- 
tion of the Christian religion to the problem of war, — none 
in which more counsel is darkened by words without knowl- 
edge. At first sight the teaching of Christ seems plain and 
unmistakable. Do we not call Him " The Prince of Peace "? 
Has He not invoked a special benediction upon the peace- 
makers, and the meek, and the persecuted for righteousness' 
sake ? Is not non-resistance to evil one of His fundamental 
ideas? "When Peter drew his sword in his Master's de- 
fense in the Garden, was he not rebuked with the words, 
" Put up again thy sword into its place; for all they that 
take the sword shall perish with the sword "? Is not 
" Peace " one of the characteristic signs of the working of 
the new spirit in the hearts of men? Lastly, is not the 
Kingdom which Jesus ushered in, a Kingdom of Peace? 
Does it not follow as the night the day that all Christian 
men must be pacificists or else cease to be Christian? So 
it would seem ; and yet here is the amazing but indisputable 
fact of history that, with barely an exception, all Christian 
teachers from the second century till the present time, from 
Justin Martyr to James Martineau, decline to draw the in- 
ference. Here is something to give us pause and to chal- 
lenge the generally accepted view. We turn back to the 
Gospels to discover that the pacificist has told us only 
half the story. What does Christ mean when He says, 
" Think not that I am come to send peace upon earth. I 
am come not to send peace, but a sword." What are we 
to make of these hard words? — " I am come to send fire on 
the earth, and what will I if it be already kindled." How 
are we to interpret this militant saying? — ** He that hath 
none, let him sell his cloak and buy a sword." What kind 
of peace is it that this Man loves who yet with violence 
drives the traders out of the temple, overthrows the tables 
of the money changers, and holds by force of arms the pre- 
cincts of the Holy Place against its legal guardians? Be 
it noted that all the words are equally authentic, the non- 
pacificist as well as the pacificist. That Jesus meant what 
He said is indeed most true ; but the question is, What did 
He mean? 

Now when paradoxical sayings fall from the lips of * 
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serious thinker we must get behind them, if possible, to 
the personality from whom they come ; we must discover, if 
we can, what light the course of his life, the response to 
his environment, throws upon his actions. Apply this prin- 
ciple to the question before us. What does Jesus mean by 
" Peace "? There are many who ascribe to Him the philos- 
ophy of Mr. Chadband: " Oh, my friends, what is peace? 
Is it wart No, it is not war." But Christ does not teach 
that mere absence of wounds and pain and agony and death 
is a good, much less the highest good. The lust of gain 
meets with as sharp condemnation from Him as the lust of 
cruelty: the overmastering desire of pleasure and selfish 
ease is, in His view, as ruinous to the soul as thirst for con- 
quest and military domination. In a word, the peace which 
Jesus wishes for the world is not the cheap peace which we 
are told ought to be bought at any cost, even at the cost of 
the idealism of the nations. The term " peace," therefore, 
is ambiguous. In itself it has no moral or spiritual quality 
whatever. Before we can attribute such a quality to it we 
must inquire on what foundation it rests, and what are the 
ends which it subserves. For example, I cannot doubt that 
were Christ once more among us in the flesh, He would strip 
a large element in the Peace Movement of our time of its 
humanitarian mask and reveal its hidden motives of com- 
mercial greed and enlightened self-interest; He would pro- 
claim that peace for the sake of a pseudo-cosmopolitanism 
is as the devil robed in the garment of light ; He would ap- 
prove the feeling that lies behind Mrs. Browning's lines: 

I love no peace which is not fellowship, 

And which includes not mercy. I would have 

Bather the raking of the guns across 

The world . . . 

Such things are better than a Peace that sits 

Beside a hearth in self-commended mood, 

And takes no thought how wind and rain by fits 

Are howling out of doors . . . 

What! your peace admits 
Of outside anguish while it keeps at home t 
I loathe to take its name upon my tongue. 
'Tis nowise peace. 'Tis treason, stiff with doom, — 
'Tis gagged despair, and inarticulate wrong. 

The truth is that the attempt to make Jesus the champion of 
a pacificism which, in the words of John Stuart Mill, pro- 
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ceeds " from the degraded feeling that thinks nothing worth 
a war," is doomed to failure. 

The traditional portrait of Jesus as the Man of Sor- 
rows and acquainted with griefs, the meek sufferer bowing 
to the insults and wrongs which man heaped upon Him, the 
mild and gentle teacher who yielded humbly to the forces of 
evil and taught His followers to do the same — such a view 
of His personality is extremely one-sided and has tended to 
create a false conception which modern learning is doing 
its best to dissipate. As a recent investigator has said, 
" The heroic recedes from our modern world view, our 
Christianity, and our conception of the person of Jesus. 
Wherefore men have humanised and humbled Him. Renan 
has stripped off His halo and reduced Him to a sentimental 
figure, coward spirits like Schopenhauer have dared to ap- 
peal to Him for their enervating philosophy. . . . We 
must go back to the point where we can feel again the heroic 
in Jesus." The thing that impresses the historian is not 
His pacific virtues : it is His combativeness, His stern chal- 
lenge to the ruling powers of the world. He is the champion 
of the spirit daring evil to do its worst, provoking it to 
pour out the vials of its hate and wrath. 

Had He been a pacificist after the mind of Mr. Bryan 
and the Peace Movement, He would have carefully avoided 
the borders of Judaea, would have withdrawn into the in- 
terior of Galilee, where He would have lived safely among 
a friendly populace, and would have died in old age — and 
Christianity would have died with Him. For now we know 
from the deeper study of the Gospels that there was no 
historical necessity for His tragic end. In common with all 
devout men in His time and place, He conceived that the 
Fingdom of God was at hand, and this Kingdom meant, ac- 
cording to ancient prophecy, the reign of peace and blessed- 
ness. But the Kingdom could come only through agony and 
suffering. It must be preceded by Armageddon, in which 
all the forces of wrong should make their last desperate at- 
tack upon the powers of God and should be finally over- 
thrown, yet not without intense suffering of the innocent 
even unto bloodshed and death- It is this very Kingdom 
with all its antecedent horrors that Jesus proclaims, and 
not only proclaims but seeks to hasten by His ministry of 
preaching and healing. One of the main functions of His 
calling was to arouse men to repentance and a new life, that 
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they might, as it were, bring the Kingdom down to earth 
by violence. Jesus, therefore, is willing to risk a world 
catastrophe for the sake of an ultimate good, the Kingdom 
of Peace. Therefore, to Him the worst evil that can be- 
fall man is not pain nor distress, nor even death. The evil 
greater than which there is none is a state of permanent 
injustice. That this world should be the scene of oppression 
and wrong, of the triumph of brute force, is to Him intoler- 
able. Hence His journey from the north country to Jerusa- 
lem to fling down His last challenge to the men who reign 
there, to summon them to accept His message and recognize 
Him for what He is, the true spiritual Leader of His people. 
We know the result: He was put out of the way as an 
anarchist and a blasphemer. But again it must be said, 
He need not have died — on pacificist principles. 

We live in a different world from that which the Master 
knew. The eschatological ideas of His age are for us but 
curiosities. It follows that, as the background against which 
He worked and taught falls away, it is necessary for us 
to re-interpret His words in accordance with the spirit that 
moved Him. For us the hand on the dial of the world-clock 
does not point to the final hour. Long vistas of time stretch 
in front of us, and we have learned not to be 

Impatient of the stars that keep their course, 
And make no pathway for the coming Judge. 

Christianity is, as Christ Himself taught, a leaven that 
has yet to leaven the whole lump of mankind. The leaven 
needs time, for it has obstacles to overcome. The leaven 
which Christ put in the center of human life is the leaven 
of love, of brotherhood, of self-sacrifice; in a word, of the 
enthusiasm of humanity. Forgiveness of injuries, and the 
love of enemies, are the rules of the Kingdom. The weapons 
with which the battles of Christ are to be fought are not 
weapons of flesh, but the spirit, mighty to the pulling down 
of strongholds. Hence, all war is alien to the genius of the 
Gospel, and the spirit of the Nazarene is slowly but surely 
destroying the roots from which war springs. The natural 
order and the spiritual order stand over against each other 
as real and ideal. In the ideal order war is impossible, for 
the law that rules is the law of self sacrifice; " He that 
would be greatest of all, let him be the servant of all." But 
this ideal order is as yet future ; it is only potentially present. 
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Still further, if it is not to remain a mere ideal but to ac- 
tualize itself in time, there must be built up a material 
framework within which it may develop. In other words, 
the State is a necessity to the very existence of Christianity, 
and more than once in history has the State preserved 
Christianity from extinction by warding off its enemies with 
a sword. 

We live in a world full of clashing interests, at the mercy 
of instincts not yet moralized and Christianized, and here 
War is not only possible but inevitable. Now the fundamen- 
tal blunder of the average peace advocate is that he tends 
to apply directly and at once an ideal to a world that is pre- 
eminently unideal, to efface at one blow the deep-rooted 
tendencies of national history and to taste prematurely the 
joys of the millennial era. To say that this procedure is 
dangerous is to put the matter mildly. Just as weakness 
may have even worse results than wickedness, so pacificism 
is an even greater menace to the holiest treasure of culture 
and civilization than Prussianism itself. A man does not 
need to be very highly evolved in order to reject the ideal of 
the Pagan masquerading in the guise of a Christian with an 
iron cross ; but pacificism appeals to some of the finest and 
noblest instincts of our nature, and backs up its appeal by 
identifying itself with Christianity. Herein lies its subtle 
power for mischief. It injects a doubt into the heart of 
every man who would draw his sword in defense of liberty 
or of law, and thus it paralyzes the arm uplifted to smite 
the oppressor. 

The Apostle Paul, who was the most idealistic of men, 
was at the same time a master of commonsense, and he 
teaches obedience to the magistrate as one who " beareth 
not the sword in vain." But if the State has a right to use 
physical force for the maintenance of internal order, who 
can deny that it also has the right to use physical force in 
order to guard itself against violence from without? We 
can imagine a community internally governed by regard for 
the common good, in which each citizen would serve his own 
interests by first of all serving the interests of the com- 
munity, by losing his life in the larger life of the whole. 
But suppose an enemy should arise armed with the philoso- 
phy of the superman, for whom the Christian ideal would 
be the quintessence of weakness : How could the Christian 
State maintain itself against the non-Christian? 
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Surely it is clear that the soldier's vocation is not an evil 
in itself, but may become an evil. As Augustine says, " Not 
the profession of a soldier, but his evil disposition, makes 
him an enemy to the common good." The soldier may cast 
aside every thought of himself and die in defense of the 
right in the spirit of a martyr. The civilian at home may 
crush with ruthless strength his commercial rival, or may 
attack his ecclesiastical opponents with weapons perfectly 
peaceful yet thoroughly carnal. 

The real distinction, therefore, is not, as the pacifist 
would have it, between the method of moral suasion and the 
method of physical force, but between the motive of aggres- 
sive and selfish ambition, and the motive of devotion to an 
ideal that goes beyond all selfish interest. It is curiously 
suggestive to find that the militarist and the pacificist, though 
formally antagonistic, have really a kind of tacit sconcordat. 
By their methods of making war as obnoxious as possible, 
the champions of the doctrine that Might is Right give a 
most powerful argument to the man who, rather than suffer, 
the heavy hand of Might, prefers to let Right go by the 
board. And so the other way about, the pacificist plays into 
the hands of the militarist by offering him a defenseless 
world and unimpeded scope for the full display of his anti-? 
human energies. 

Surely there is a pacifism which is at once truly rational 
and truly Christian. Socrates, that " Christian before 
Christ," was a pacificist even to the point of maintaining 
that it were better for the just man to allow himself to be 
slain than to slay the unjust ; yet on three famous occasions 
this pacificist appeared in shining armor in defense of home 
and kindred, and used his weapons with such skill and 
vehemence as to call forth the admiration of the beholders. 
So a believer in a religion of peace dare not turn a deaf ear 
to the call of his people for his courage and self-devotion* 
but must go forth not only to die, but; if possible, to make 
others die. Yet the fact remains that war is an evil, and 
would be quite impossible in a world governed by Christian; 
principles. 

A rational pacificism would, therefore, strike at the causes 
of the war spirit within each nation. It would give no 
quarter to jingoism, to an over-strained patriotism fed upon 
ignorance and contempt of other peoples, to the spirit that 
gurrounds the profession of arms with all the pomp and 
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circumstances of a superior caste. It would search out dili- 
gently the economical and political forces that generate na- 
tional hatreds and conflicts. It would insist on each Gov- 
ernment acting justly toward each other. It would not rest 
until the diplomacy that has in its hand the issues of life 
and death for countless men should be made amenable to 
the public conscience and its decrees open to revision, ere 
the signal for slaughter be given. In a word, it would 
apply the democratic principle of Christianity in the sphere 
of international relations, and it would perceive the vision 
of a world-wide propaganda for justice, for the realization 
of a larger good which includes the welfare of others as 
well as of self. 

But work of this sort is slow and does not yield much 
grist for the mill of the second-rate politician; yet without 
this mighty hope we must despair of this world and its 
affairs. But hope that is seen is not hope. War must pass ; 
so it is decreed by the Spirit of Humanity. But the hour 
for its passing has not yet struck. To act as if it had is to 
live in a land of dreams destined to be dispelled by a rude 
onset of reality, the horrid spectacle of a world in arms. 
And what will the dreamer do in the day of visitation, in the 
desolation that shall come from far? 

Samuel MoComb. 



